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From balance to blasphemy: shifting metaphors for researching early childhood 
education  
 
Felicity McArdle and Erica McWilliam 
Abstract: 
This paper seeks to make trouble for the metaphor of 'balance' in early childhood 
education research, drawing on the arguments of Gore (1993, 1997), Haraway (1991), 
and McWilliam (1999), and a study (McArdle, 2001) that was designed to focus not only 
on teacher practice, but also to inquire into ways of speaking teacher practice. Our 
rationale for trouble-making is to ask questions about the way that the imperative to 
'balance' disallows the investigation of pedagogy as a more complex field of practice, one 
that is inevitably riddled with unresolved and unresolvable contradictions and tensions. 
To understand how it is possible to think structure as freedom, we are forced to refuse 
any neat distinction between what enables and what constrains (McWilliam, 1999). For 
Haraway (1991), inquiry is 'blasphemous' when it refuses to 'see' practices in terms of the 
possibility of resolution, focusing instead on the irony of their unresolvability.  
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From balance to blasphemy: shifting metaphors for researching early childhood 
education  
 
Felicity McArdle and Erica McWilliam 
 
 
'Balance' comes to educational research with the friendliest of epithets. Pitted against 
excess in all its forms, 'balance' has a capacity to evoke stability, symmetry and safety, 
qualities that are widely understood to be positive for education in general and early 
childhood education in particular. Whether in the form of advocacy for striking a balance 
between care and education (Noddings, 1992), or for balance in the whole language 
approach (Hubbard, 1989), or 'getting the balance right' in mathematics education (Bobis, 
J., Perry, B., & Mitchelmore, M., 2001), or achieving a balance between technology and 
more traditional early childhood practices (Van Scoter, Ellis & Railsback, 2001), or 
negotiating the 'fine line' between classroom needs and parent preferences (DeSteno, 
2000), or maintaining a balance between natural unfolding and guided learning (Bresler, 
1992; Eisner, 1988; Kindler, 1996; Wright, 1991), or between safety and challenge 
(Lindon, 1999), there is ample evidence in the educational literature of early childhood 
that 'balance' is both necessary and identifiable in effective pedagogical practice with and 
for young children. If the child is (naturally) whimsical, capricious and inquisitive, then it 
stands to reason that it is up to caregivers to ride the boundaries between risk taking and 
risk minimization on behalf of the child –i.e., to be 'balanced' pedagogically in a way that 
the child need not – and, indeed, should not - be. Why, then, bother to seek to make 
trouble for the metaphor of 'balance' in early childhood education research?  
 
Our rationale for trouble-making is to explore what the metaphor of balance prevents us 
from saying – and from seeing - in pedagogical research. Put another way, we want to 
ask questions about the way that the imperative to 'balance' disallows the investigation of 
pedagogy as a more complex field of practice, one that is inevitably riddled with 
unresolved and unresolvable contradictions and tensions. We inquire into what 'balance' 
cannot say by drawing on Donna Haraway's (1991) understanding of the usefulness of 
'blasphemy' in inquiry. For Haraway, inquiry is 'blasphemous' when it refuses to 'see' 
practices in terms of the possibility of resolution, focusing instead on the irony of their 
unresolvability. She states:  
 
Blasphemy protects one from the moral majority within, while still insisting on the 
need for community. Blasphemy is not apostasy. Irony is about contradictions that do 
not resolve into larger wholes, even dialectically, about the tension of holding 
incompatible things together because both or all are necessary and true. (p. 149) 
 
One of the key imperatives for working as an ironist is to diminish the possibility of a final 
vocabulary of explanation (Rorty 1989:73). This allows the possibility of thinking opposites 
together. For example, it becomes possible to think liberation as constraint, or safety as 
danger, or balance as a-symmetrical.  
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To proceed from this sort of epistemological starting point is to make trouble for all 
'problem-solving' research methods. As McWilliam has argued elsewhere (McWilliam, 
1999), blasphemous research does not produce formulae and visions and truths for making 
teachers into 'classroom managers' or 'quality professionals', or 'nurturing caregivers', or 
'excellent leaders' or 'reflective practitioners' or 'facilitators of learning' or 'critical 
pedagogues' or even 'good citizens'. This is so because the categories produced out of such 
research are ironic categories, not points of arrival or 'breakthrough'.  The sort of knowledge 
produced by ironic research is "self-referential" knowledge (Baert, 1998), that is, knowledge 
which cuts across traditional consensus to create distance from our most familiar categories, 
treating them as contingent and strange. 
 
Doing theory 
 
Rather than talk about blasphemous possibilities in the abstract, we use a recent doctoral 
study (McArdle, 2001) to explain how such a study was done, and what it was able to 
contribute to the field of early childhood education. The study inquired into the teaching 
of art to young children.  It was designed to focus not only on teacher practice, but also to 
inquire into ways of speaking teacher practice. Thus the intention was to render what it 
means to 'improve the conditions of practice' a much more complex and more interesting 
question, one that is less amenable to the well-intentioned interventions of any particular 
researcher, wherever they happen to conduct their research.  
 
The McArdle (2001) study into early childhood arts education was framed with an 
attempt to explain how art education works as a system of thought, speech and action. It 
asked questions of orthodox research approaches, including orthodox 'critical' 
approaches. This meant that it worked against traditions of advocacy research (Lather, 
1991), calling for a recognition of ambivalence, existing alongside and in tension with 
advocacy.  While all research looks for meaning, not all researchers share the hope that 
their inquiry will transform, or even improve practice (Rorty, 1989). So rather than 
seeking to solve the 'problems' of the field, either by narrowing the theory/practice gap, 
or working out a formula for balance, the study sought to raise new (better) questions 
about art education practice. Following both McWilliam  (1999) and Gore (1993, 1997), 
McArdle departed from the question 'how can we teach art better?' to consider the 
question 'what does it mean to teach art properly?' That is, the researcher was interested 
in how we have come to think that certain practices are progressive in the teaching of art 
to children. In opening up thinking about normalised categories, and questioning 
traditional Western philosophy and the grand narratives of early childhood art pedagogy, 
the study sought to make a space for re-thinking 'effective' art pedagogy as "a game of 
truth and error" (Foucault, 1985), and so to open up a space for thinking how art 
education might be otherwise. 
 
The de-familiarising work of the inquiry demanded that familiar terms be treated as 
'knowledge objects' rather than as definable givens (McWilliam, forthcoming). Terms 
like 'self-expression', 'freedom', 'creativity', 'whole child' or 'self-esteem' are now so much 
a part of the linguistic landscape that they are often presumed to go without saying as 
real, identifiable conditions or practices. It is just such terms that are "problematised" 
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(Foucault, 1985) in ironic research, and this is achieved by tracking the conditions of 
possibility and the contingencies that have allowed their emergence at this particular time 
in history. The terms themselves become objects of inquiry (Tyler and Johnson, 1991), 
when they are examined in such a way as to show how it is we have come to believe that 
they "can and must be thought" (Foucault, 1985:7). Steven Ward's "Filling the World 
with Self-Esteem: A Social History of Truth-Making" (Ward, 1996) is a good example of 
such an imperative at work, in that Ward shows how postwar psychotherapy and 
experimental psychology created the notion of self esteem, which has since moved from 
being a peripheral, theoretical concept to becoming indispensable to the daily work (and 
research) of educators. The corresponding ironic move in the McArdle study was to 
problematise 'freedom', 'self-expression', 'creativity' and 'choice', by inquiring into the 
discursive conditions which enabled terms such as these to be necessary to current 
articulations of the practice of effective arts education in early childhood.  
 
A review of the literature enabled the researcher to establish existing categories for the 
child, art and pedagogy that already constitute the discourse of art education for young 
children. The metaphor of the palimpsest (Davies, 1993) was useful in understanding 
early childhood pedagogy and institutions, as well as what a 'good' art teacher has come 
to mean. New rules for 'proper teaching' overlay the old and previous ways of thinking 
and speaking practice, but, at times and in certain places, parts of the original texts 
protrude, making it necessary for the new text to be read as both old and new. The 
reading of art education in early childhood that would be a product of the study thus 
needed to take into account the fact that not only was the discursive organization of the 
field likely to be contradictory, but also it would be constantly shifting.  
 
Proper pedagogy for art education 
 
Proper art pedagogy is constituted out of, among other things, the teacher's view of the 
child, and more broadly, of children, and this view, in turn, is constituted from available 
texts for thinking childhood. 'Expert thinking' that has been made available in 
sociological models of childhood include child as good; child as capricious; child as 
developing/a potential adult; and child as a competent being (James, Jenks, & Prout, 
1998). Importantly, expert thinking includes the proposition that the child and childhood 
are intrinsically problematic notions (Stainton Rogers, 1992). There are culturally 
dominant ways of being a child, and these are not a natural, universal occurrence. A 
number of discursive constructions of the child and of childhood shape, as common 
sense, how we have come to speak 'the child', to think about the child, and to do things to 
and with the child. Such ideas about children intersect with ideas about art, and this 
serves to further complicate definitions of 'proper' child art and of children's 'proper' 
engagement in art-making.  
 
Art-making continues to be a contested site across academic and non-academic contexts. 
For example, a number of the dominant discursive constructions of art include: art as 
self-expression; art as therapy; art as a tool; art as play; art as spiritual (Dissanayake, 
1992; Feldman, 1996; Leeds, 1989). Thus decisions about the work of teaching art 
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'properly' are also shaped by a more complex set of propositions than those which 
constitute effective pedagogy.  
 
Just as childhood and art are complex discursively organised domains so, too, is 
pedagogy (Walkerdine, 1981, 1989). Although early childhood foundations are firmly 
grounded in the ideals of liberal-humanism, democracy, progressivism, or 
developmentalism, these do not have a monopoly on pedagogical propriety. Currently, 
notions of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1983) have been taken up with enthusiasm, 
while Bloom's Taxonomy is making somewhat of a comeback in expert pedagogical 
discourse (Anderson & Sosniak, 1994). Nevertheless, a number of propositions about the 
child, art and pedagogy, as described above, are sufficiently recognisable to early 
childhood art educators, nationally and even internationally to be named as hegemonic 
understandings in much thinking about the proper teaching of art in early childhood. The 
point of the McArdle (2001) study was to 'unfix' these propositions as a system of 
reasoning by drawing attention to their partiality and fictional status. McArdle did this by 
focusing not only on practice, but on the logic used for speaking practice.  
 
In order to map how the participant teachers in this study shape, and are shaped by, the 
texts available to them, McArdle used tools that neither demonised nor romanticised the 
field under scrutiny, namely, art educational practice in early childhood. Her interest was 
in "re-describing" (Rorty ,1989) the field rather than advocating a better way of doing 
things. Multivocal ethnography (Tobin, 1989) and postmodern ethnographic methods 
(Silverman, 2000) enabled her to utilise a set of techniques which did not make one or 
the other story look good or bad or ridiculous but kept tensions in play by foregrounding 
the  fragility of any particular truth. The goal was to articulate classroom practices as 
problematic, to move away from generalized notions of art education, and to begin to 
"denature" these notions so that they could no longer be taken for granted (Reid, Kamler, 
Simpson, & MacLean, 1996: 88).  
 
A key focus for analysis was diversity in the 'expert' talk about art and young children by 
early childhood generalists, by artists who work with young children, and by parents 
from the wider community, all of whom participated in the conversations that were 
prompted within the study to generate this talk-as-data. The process for generating this 
data was modelled on research documented in Tobin, Wu and Davidson (1989), in which 
a team of researchers reported on the work of teaching in preschools in Japan, China, and 
the United States. However, there were a number of key differences in the study of art 
education in early childhood. Rather than including three different countries and 
preschools, the study was focused locally and restricted to the visual arts in early 
childhood, as taught in programs in Queensland, Australia, programs that were selected 
because of their exemplary status. Thus the study sought to represent propriety in a 
particular time and place, rather than typicality across the field.  
 
There were four key tasks accomplished within the study. The first was to describe an 
event which is not easily resolved by means of orthodox theories or explanations, either 
liberal-humanist or critical ones. The second was to indicate how poststructuralist 
understandings of the self and social practice enable fresh engagements with uneasy 
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pedagogical moments. What followed this discussion was the third task, documentation 
of an empirical investigation that was made into texts generated by early childhood 
teachers, artists and parents about what constitutes 'good practice' in art teaching. 
Twenty-two participants produced text to tell and re-tell the meaning of 'proper' art 
education, from different subject positions. Rather than attempting to capture 'typical' 
representations of art education in the early years, a pool of 'exemplary' teachers, artists 
and parents were chosen, using purposeful sampling (Wiersma, 1991), and from this 
pool, three videos were filmed and later discussed by the audience of participants. These 
videotapes of a primary schoolteacher (children aged 6-7 years), a preschool teacher 
(children aged 4-5 years), and an artist working in a private studio (children aged 6-12 
years), were edited to three twenty-minute tapes, which were then viewed and discussed 
by the original focus groups. These tapes and discussions became the data for the 
multivocal ethnography.  The process is dialogic —the three video recordings and the 
reflexive discussions about each produce a telling and re-telling of the same event from 
different subject positions. 
 
The fourth aspect of the study involved developing a means of analysing these texts in 
such a way as to allow a re-description of the field of art teaching by attempting to 
foreground the epistemic rules through which such teacher-generated texts come to count 
as true, i.e., as propriety in art pedagogy. Unlike most comparative studies, this did not 
call for testing the children, measuring the frequency of interactions, tabulating how 
much time is spent at different tasks, or performing pre- and post-evaluation. The focus 
was, instead, on what teachers are meant to do and to be (Tobin, 1989), and to illustrate 
how standards get produced (Li, 1996), rather than what they ought to be.  
 
The texts of the teachers, artists and parents were placed alongside each other, to unsettle 
all positions in the discourse, so that 'expert' or 'non-expert' were rendered meaningless as 
categories. The text  what all participants said about children, art and pedagogy   
became the object of analysis (see Gore, 1993). It was at this point that Donna Haraway's 
(1991) imperative to ironic categorization - to holding the tensions within the 
propositions inside the categories of analysis, rather than setting these up as discursive 
oppositions – became again so important to the study. It was no longer simply a rationale 
for the inquiry but the means for generating ironic categories out of the data.    
 
Reading ironically  
 
McArdle's first reading of the data located the binary logic that shapes the way the 
participants speak, and how they police the boundaries, producing the discursive 'rules' 
for propriety in art teaching. A binary table was established for each of the three 
discourses: the child, art and pedagogy. A core vocabulary (Cohen, 1995) for denoting 
'proper' art pedagogy was established through this modernist reading of the data, and key 
words are identified to encapsulate the work of each of the three exemplary teachers. It is 
almost too easy to extrapolate from this reading the importance of advocating classrooms 
in which teachers are able to 'balance' the risks of 'setting the child free' against the 
organisational demands of formal schooling. These key words (free, individual, original, 
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child-centred, creative, restricted, structured, teacher-directed) provide the framework for 
an additional re-reading of the same data.  
 
The second, ironic reading was then initiated to locate points in the conversations where 
the participants were engaged in undermining the certainties of the boundaries and rules 
identified in the modernist reading. This reading took up the challenge of locating a space 
for thinking and speaking and enacting practice that might incorporate both 'freedom' and 
'structure', both 'facilitating' and  'teaching', both 'self-expression' and 'skills', by insisting 
that both of the opposing terms of the binaries are necessary for speaking the truth about 
art education. This meant seeking out the points where the teachers, artists and parents 
refuse order and normalisation — refuse to be tidied (eg, through the metaphor of 
'balance') and thus kept in place. 
 
From the original core vocabulary surrounding the work of the three observed teachers, 
three new ironic categories for pedagogical practice were argued. They were: Teach 
without Teaching; Manufacture the Natural; and, Train for Creativity. These ironic 
categories appeared to be necessary to the logic or 'rules' for conceptualising 'proper' 
early childhood art education at the end of the millennium in urban Queensland schools. 
 
Teach without Teaching 
When art meets education, a border war is waged over the boundary between freedom 
(for the individual child) and discipline (obtaining the specific body of knowledge of art). 
This was illustrated in the words of Jenny (a teacher) who held both concepts together, in 
a tension, when describing how she aims to make her program "a bit more structured, but 
not structured? But a bit more direction perhaps?"  
 
The border war between teaching and not-teaching seems to occur in relation to whether 
technique, artistic mastery and skill should be taught, and if so, whether passing on tips, 
giving guidelines, or demonstrating was appropriate, particularly if it could potentially 
damage the child's sense of self-esteem, individuality or creativity. The discourse of 
teacher as nurturer (Almy, 1973; Noddings, 1984) is in tension with the discourse of art 
that insists on originality and self-expression (Dissanayake, 1992; Lowenfeld, 1968). 
Meanwhile, in the language of the participants in this study, the word 'teacher' seems to 
have been all but eliminated. This could be considered particularly surprising within the 
parameters of the study, given that the conversations were directed to describing the work 
of teachers and artists working with young children. A search of the complete data set 
found very few uses of the word 'teach' or 'teacher'. By contrast, the alternative terms for 
naming pedagogical work make a surprisingly long list, including: facilitate, support, 
guide, scaffold, provide, nurture, encourage, suggest, direct, or conduct a program. This 
use of alternatives is indicative of a strong preference for pastoral terminology by 
insisting on teacher as nurturer, and nurturer in turn as the antithesis of instructor (see 
Hunter, 1988).  
 
Developmental discourse has made us accustomed to think of the child as free, natural 
and uninhibited. In addition, the discourses of modern art and psychology have combined 
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to shape the way we think of art — free, self-expressive, original, and that which resists 
'teaching'. Through these discourses, teachers' work is shaped as providing 'experiences' 
and  'environments' (rather than lessons), and ensuring that the child engages in 
'developmentally appropriate' processes of learning. 'Learner-centredness' is a rejection of 
a top-down, authoritarian model of the relationship between teacher and learner. For the 
child to remain at the centre, learning 'naturally', the teaching must be invisible — 
'teaching' becomes described variously as guiding, scaffolding, facilitating or supporting, 
through social interaction or social constructivism.  
  
The democratic discourse of pedagogy names as important the individual's right to 
participate in decisions and this process of decision-making often is equated with 
enjoyment and choice. Teachers and schools are charged with the task of teaching 
democratic principles, which introduces the concept of the ritual socialisation that lies at 
the heart of all traditional schooling. But part of the discourse of education for democracy 
is the paradox of ensuring freedom through the enforcement of laws, a paradox contained 
in Rousseau's imperative that man must be "forced to be free" (Rousseau, 1991,c1762). 
Critical theorists (Apple & Beane, 1995; Bernstein, 1996; Hunter, 1988; Maddox, 1985; 
Popkewitz, 1997) see elements of progressive pedagogies as a form of manipulation, with 
strategies that give the appearance of participatory decision-making, but are, generally, a 
perpetuation of the power of authority of the school. Thus a preschool teacher in the 
study comes to talk of her concerns over some children who don't like to make choices at 
all, and how it can take most of the year for them to 'learn to choose'.  
 
In this study, 'teaching' was not permissible when describing young children making art, 
except in the case of Rosa — the 'expert', the professional artist. In her studio context, 
Rosa was not constrained by the school discourse of democracy, where didactic 
instruction in art is deemed unacceptable. Rosa represented the discipline of art, the art of 
the academy — not 'school art'. In school, the children are expected to learn through 
freedom of self-expression, play and experimentation. At Rosa's studio, the 
master/apprentice model dominates pedagogical work. The children are learning the 
discipline (implicitly, in school, children are not learning the true discipline of art, nor are 
they taught by artists). 
 
To teach without teaching is an ironic category, because it holds together the two 
opposing areas of freedom (child-centredness) and discipline (teacher-directed 
pedagogy).  This category is not proposed as paradox, an either/or proposition, or a 
problem to be resolved by 'finding a balance'. It is a rhetorical device for thinking and 
speaking about the border war, where teachers are compelled to 'teach', but, especially 
with regard to the discipline of the arts, to do so with the appearance of 'not teaching'. 
Through the use of irony as a rhetorical strategy, to 'teach without teaching' creates a new 
space for the reconceptualisation of art pedagogy beyond 'balancing' instruction and self-
expression, making it possible to speak about practice using terms that, in modernist 
thinking, would be considered oxymorons: a nurturing instruction; process leading to 
product; child-centred learning of the discipline through social interaction and a 
master/apprentice model of pedagogy, structured but not structured. 
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'Manufacture the Natural' 
Foucauldian theory provides a useful analytic tool for understanding how the discourses 
in the early childhood contexts were organised around the 'free and natural' child (Jenks, 
1996), which overrode concerns about pedagogy or art. The ironic category, 
manufacturing the natural, suggests that while professional adult artists work to 
manufacture precious objects (art), teachers also manufacture precious objects, but in the 
case of the teacher's work, the precious object that is manufactured is 'the child' — a 
particular type of child, a 'free and natural' child. According to Tyler (1993), teachers are 
charged with making better children, who are happy, busy and free individuals. 
 
'Child-centredness' and progressive ideals advocate that education should be oriented 
towards children's interests, needs and developmental growth. Although these ideas were 
informed by an understanding of child development, the irony is that developmental 
psychology, as a measuring tool, produces the type of child under scrutiny, and has 
implications for how the teacher experiences the child, plans for pedagogy, designs 
programs, and interprets observed behaviours. Put another way, teachers' training in 
developmental psychology frames the way teachers shape their work, and the ways they 
can shape individuals (McWilliam, 1999).  
 
On the developmental continuum, young children are expected to exhibit naturally signs 
of freedom, spontaneity, and actions not yet inhibited by the training they will receive 
later. Yet, ironically, even though this freedom is viewed as natural, many of the 
participants alluded to a measurement tool, the developmental continuum, that dictates 
that the teachers' work is to identify children who are not free, and to address this 
developmental deficiency by 'freeing them up', a term used by a number of the 
participants in this study. The option of choosing to do nothing, for instance, is not 
available.  
  
Such limitations of choice contradict the edicts of democracy, where individuals are 
positioned as being in control of their own destinies in every way, as long as they are also 
respectful and cooperative members of society (ie, the school system). In order to take 
their place as participatory citizens in a democracy, children need to learn to express 
themselves freely as individuals, whilst accepting that they are equal members of a group. 
The tricky question of how to maintain both social order and personal autonomy in one 
and the same society is addressed by Etzioni (1996). Children are encouraged to explore 
their agency, their difference, and their individuality, but only within the broader, 
common societal frame (James, 1993).  
 
Manufacturing the natural enables a pedagogy that recognises, simultaneously, that 
children bring certain 'original' things to their work, and that children's choice making, 
free expression, and explorations are all produced by particular practices. Again this 
reads across and makes trouble for the idea of 'balancing' originality and training. Within 
this ironic category, young children's artwork should be seen to be, like the children 
themselves, free, individual, exploratory and expressive — otherwise it is not 'natural'. 
Such artwork will be read as evidence of healthy and happy children/artists who will 
eventually take their place as independent, participating, competent individuals in a 
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democratic society. This new category enables a way of thinking and speaking about the 
child in terms of: constrained freedom; trained naturalness; the work of play; artist and 
apprentice. 
 
'Train for Creativity' 
As with the previous two ironic categories, 'train for creativity' is proposed as a rhetorical 
device that establishes a position as firm and definite as the term training suggests, yet it 
operates in the least tangible places for activity — art and creativity. Although being 
creative may involve discipline or training, such training is rendered invisible by means 
of a system of language use that opposes training to 'being natural' (McWilliam, 1999). 
Training for creativity is a subset of the previous two ironic categories, since it calls for 
teaching (without teaching) what is widely considered natural (creativity).  
 
The distinction between natural and learned is very imprecise in early childhood 
education. The original/copy binary is an important distinction in the discourse of 
creativity and art   copying being placed in the inferior position.  Picasso actively 
promoted the Euro-myth of pure individual originality in art, saying: "Success is 
dangerous. One begins to copy oneself and to copy oneself is more dangerous than to 
copy others" (Barnes, 1992:12). Presumably, copying African masks is not so 'dangerous' 
a practice (Ashton, 2000). 
 
A great emphasis has been placed on creativity as a process for effective 'lifelong 
learning' in the most recent curriculum and policy documents for education in 
Queensland (Queensland Schools Curriculum Council, 1998, 2001). It is interesting to 
note, however, that such documents makes little mention of the arts. Schools are being 
urged to ensure that children produce learning outcomes that demonstrate creativity, 
since this is increasingly the requirement for an active, enterprising corporate culture 
(Hatcher, 2000). The discourse of economic exchange dominates, a discourse that, 
according to Michael Apple (1999), has achieved hegemonic status in "hard times".   
 
Progressivist ideals of open-endedness, exploration and learning through fun were not 
insisted upon in the commercial context of Rosa's studio class. Here, the work was 
spoken as necessarily linked with the system of economic exchange. While playing and 
having fun might be all very well, when a payment is involved, then the client can 
reasonably expect value for money. Rosa's expert training is expected to produce 
creativity, enabling the children to be 'lifelong learners': 
  
Yeah, well you wouldn't send them anywhere to do what you want, would you? 
Why would you go and pay thirty dollars an hour for somebody to just supply the 
material. 
 
Creativity is understood to be ubiquitous in children's lives. Gardner (1980) calls early 
childhood the golden age of creativity, and young children are seen to be prolific in their 
production of creative, self-expressive art. However, according to Czikszentmihalyi 
(1996), no matter how precocious children are, they cannot be creative, because 
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creativity requires first having mastered the discipline, before new ways of thinking or 
doing can be achieved. Assisting children to demonstrate creativity in their learning 
outcomes at school will require a focus on mastering the wide range of disciplines, 
including the discipline of art. 
 
Train for creativity refers to the work of the teacher in enabling children to acquire the 
skills and knowledge necessary to be able to make creative contributions. It is currently a 
matter of policy that children are expected to be creative thinkers and problem solvers, 
but this creativity, like all areas of intellectual endeavour, can be understood more 
usefully as a product of training. In art, creative pursuit involves a knowledge of art 
history and art appreciation, as well as practical experience in artmaking and critique. It 
is through accumulation and application of these knowledges that the child will be 
enabled to produce not 'balance', but: acquired originality; disciplined spontaneity; 
mastery and freedom; skilled enjoyment.   
 
Conclusion 
Foucault's histories are not histories of ideas, opinions or influences but, rather, the 
conditions of possibility for a knowledge or a historical event (Kendall & Wickham, 
1999:37), and how these change for different times and places. The modernist movement 
in art championed, amongst other things, a departure from traditional ideas of beauty and 
representation, and privileged statements about beauty being "in the eye of the beholder". 
This was interpreted by some, as anything goes, and is often accompanied by the 
statement: "I don't know much about art, but I know what I like!" An important feature of 
the postmodern art movement was its unabashed recognition and appropriation of art of 
the past, and it was no longer considered essential that works of art be original. The 
confusion that this caused for some is heard in another often quoted remark: "But is it 
art?" Such discursive formations are defined as much by what lies outside them as what 
lies within them. "But is it art?" illustrates the regulatory power of a discourse of art, and 
the importance placed on defining the boundaries and settling on positions and 
categories.  
 
In their struggles over the boundaries, and in their attempts to resolve the "uneasy  
moments" (Luke & Gore, 1992:ix) or the points of conflict of these border wars, the 
participants in the McArdle study worked at finding new ways to speak their practice. To 
shift from the dualities that pervade modernist research, demands the identification of 
new categories, among which ironic categories should have a place. They can show that  
teachers themselves make trouble for orthodox thinking about art education or any other 
domain of educational activity – they do not simply endorse. In confronting the discipline 
and technologies employed in producing 'freedom' in both art and in the young children 
who make the art, it is possible to make a new space for thinking and speaking about 
freedom and self-expression which may involve discipline or training. The fact of this 
training is thus rendered visible, unlike the effect of current ways of speaking about 
'being free' or 'being natural' that are positioned oppositional to training or teaching 
(McWilliam, 1999).  
 
 12
Traditional conjecture about teachers' work in early childhood has been inadequate for 
describing 'how the work works' in a particular field. To understand how it is possible to 
think structure as freedom, we are forced to refuse any neat distinction between what 
enables and what constrains (McWilliam, 1999). Facing up to the fictional nature 
(Walkerdine, 1992) of our heartfelt beliefs about teaching in early childhood education is 
one way of making space for re-thinking our pedagogical practices. It makes it possible 
for us to come to think otherwise. 
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